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Abstract 
The image of the Australian beach as a place of beautiful waves and sand is popular on 
postcards and seen frequently in tourism campaigns around the world. And yet, the beach is a 
surprisingly complex spatial location. Despite its beauty, the beach can have a disturbing 
underbelly of crime and danger. The ongoing tension between its role as a cultural icon of 
myth as well as an ordinary, lived location makes it a layered landscape. This article uses the 
framework of Ross Gibson’s ‘badland’ as a way of interrogating cultural memory in a lived, 
familiar space. By examining a combination of popular and literary texts such as fiction by 
Robert Drewe and the reality television show Bondi Rescue (2006–), as well as real life 
events, this article examines how the Australian beach can be a site of complex memory, and 
how this memory bleeds through and problematizes contemporary understandings and 
representations of the space.  
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Introduction 
The Australian beach is a landscape with a complex history and ongoing representation. It is 
often categorized as a place of hedonistic pleasure, a holiday location touted in tourist 
postcards. It is a border to the continent, and a gateway to the ocean. It is often a space that 
acts as a safe haven for swimmers and surfers to return from imminent danger; but 
simultaneously acts as a barrier to intruders wanting to enter the country. The beach was the 
site of white invasion, and the scene of a number of horrific atrocities committed against the 
indigenous population. It is also a continued site of holidays and relaxations, a ‘getaway’ 
location (White 2005). It is not surprising then to consider the beach as an incredibly complex 
landscape in Australia. As such, it is a location ensconced in a multiplicity of meanings. It is 
worth noting that the beach is often referred to as a singular monolithic site (both in tourist 
imagery and also academic work); yet the diversity of individual beaches in Australia is 
striking. Beach locations range in water temperature (consider the temperate waters of a 
northern Queensland beach compared to the wetsuit requiring beaches off the southern coast 
of Victoria); amenities (some are isolated, empty whereas others include esplanades, shops 
and picnic tables); and lifesaving facilities (the levels of patrol vary significantly depending 
on location, time of year and danger). The beach landscape, unlike the other iconic Australian 
site – the Outback – is a very familiar one for many Australians: 89 per cent of the Australian 
population lives in coastal regions and most are situated around the major metropolitan areas. 
All states but the landlocked Australian Capital Territory have beaches within easy reach of 
their capital cities. Internationally, Australian beaches play a strong part in luring visitors to 
the country. Many heavily visited beaches such as Bondi Beach (positioned on the outskirts 
of Sydney), or Surfers Paradise at the Gold Coast in Queensland, are generally surf beaches 
with temperate water, soft sand and esplanades. Unlike some beaches in other parts of the 
world, Australian beaches are maintained by state governments and are free to access 
   
throughout the year. Many – although not all – beaches are patrolled by volunteer or paid 
lifesavers for safe swimming, making the beach a cheap, accessible, family friendly location 
for holidays.  
 
 The beach has the somewhat unique ability to blur the boundaries between isolated 
Outback landscapes and extensions of the urban. For instance, one notable (although 
manufactured) beach is situated in Southbank, near the CBD of Brisbane in Queensland. 
Surfers Paradise is also lined by high-rise buildings along the edge. However, other beaches 
are isolated, natural beaches without lifesavers, amenities or boardwalks. Despite the stark 
differences across many Australian beaches, there is still a sense of a homogenous site. As 
Bonner et al. noted when discussing the Sydney 2000 Olympics opening ceremony, the beach 
was representative of modern Australia: ‘We all dream of the sand and the sea, in Australia’ 
(2001: 269). Therefore, this article will at times refer to the beach as a type of monolithic site, 
representative of all beaches in the country. However, it does so acknowledging the 
complexity of this definition and the limitations such a definition has on the space. This 
complexity is unpacked in part by focusing elements of the discussion on Bondi Beach 
specifically, arguably the most iconic of Australia’s beaches. It is this complexity of the 
landscape that allows this article to examine how the Australian beach can be considered as a 
site of complex memory, and how this memory bleeds through into lived experiences and 
representations of this space. It does this by discussing a combination of popular and literary 
texts, as well as real life events. 
 
Cultural memory 
Cultural memory, a concept championed by Jan Assmann, has been defined as ‘a collective 
concept for all knowledge that directs behaviour and experience in the interactive framework 
   
of a society and one that obtains through generations in repeated societal practice and 
initiation’ (Assmann and Czaplicka 1995: 126). It is perhaps not surprising that much cultural 
memory discussion has centred around national identities, stories and histories. In this article, 
by comparison, the cultural memory is categorized primarily through the landscape. The 
Australian beach is often categorized as a space of mythic significance to the country (Fiske 
et al. 1987). This concept is somewhat problematic, as many Australian myths are accepted 
without the population experiencing them personally: Geoffrey Dutton (1985: 6) notes the 
prevalence of myths around the ‘Bush’ landscape, the soldier or ANZAC myth. The last of 
these, while popularly imbued in the quality of mateship, is still something not personally 
encountered by a majority of the population. A coastal myth, then, is more difficult to 
establish because of the myriad ways Australians and visitors engage with the space. Brian 
Matthews argued in 1997 that Australia lacked a coastal myth: ‘[…] we have no legend based 
on the way we do live and have always lived, as an urban coastal people’ (1997: 15). He 
acknowledged that this is because of the associations of the beach with ‘leisure, hedonism, 
pleasure, indolence’ (1997: 15) and suggested it was indicative of the continuing issue of 
‘cultural cringe’, where Australians establish high expectations for their cultural narratives 
(e.g., ‘Bush’ narratives). When these narratives fail they are disappointed because their actual 
experiences are unrepresented. The beach then has a complex history of uncomfortable 
positioning as both naturally stunning and simultaneously too familiar. What this suggests, 
then, is that Australian beach landscapes are more complicated than they first appear. 
Whereas the Outback or ‘Bush’ landscape has a long tradition of being characterized as 
dangerous, isolating, challenging and alien, the beach can capture a more diverse range of 
representations from hedonistic and everyday to beautiful and dangerous. Therefore, 
considering the beach as a mythic space is a complex task not easily achieved, despite the 
attempts of some popular representations, such as Bondi Rescue (2006–), to do so.   
   
 One way of disrupting mythic understandings of the Australian beach is to consider 
what Ross Gibson in his text Seven Versions of an Australian Badland (2002) calls a badland. 
He believes that landscape can hold memories and create a quarantine-zone, a space overlaid 
with evil from previous acts of violence or crime. It is possible to examine the (homogenous) 
beach as an example of a badland or quarantine-zone, both conceptually and in relation to 
specific beach spaces. This article explores how cultural memories of real events bleed 
through into textual representations of the Australian beach. It examines the pervasiveness of 
real crime on the beach, and highlights Bondi Beach as a site steeped in cultural memory. It 
uses the framework of Gibson’s badland as a way of interrogating cultural memory in a lived, 
familiar space.  
 It is worth noting at this time that the beach in Australian textual representations 
generates an interesting tension that speaks to the somewhat complicated meanings inherent 
to the space. There are few ‘literary’ works specifically set on the beach: with the exception 
of Tim Winton (one of Australia’s highest selling and critically received authors) and Robert 
Drewe (primarily a short story author, with strong critical reception), many beach texts would 
be considered popular fiction. Similarly, while there are a handful of successful beach 
television shows (e.g. Bondi Rescue, SeaChange [1998–2000] and Home and Away [1988–]), 
very few beach films are considered either box office or critical successes (consider, for 
instance, Newcastle [Castle, 2008] or the horror film Lost Things [Murphy, 2003]). Perhaps 
the exception – a tenuous one at that – is Two Hands (1999), which featured a small but 
pivotal scene on Bondi Beach, but was otherwise a predominantly urban film. Therefore, this 
article by necessity features discussion of many popular texts rather than literary ones.  
 
Badland beach 
   
Ross Gibson believes that landscapes hold memory over time, and Australian beaches have 
witnessed much bloodshed. In particular, beaches were sites of violent confrontation during 
the colonization/invasion of the Australian continent by British settlers. Gibson (2002) 
suggests that subsequent struggles between indigenous Australians and British settlers 
immediately created areas of badlands within the collective memory of the landscape. For 
example, he describes the stretch of road between Mackay and Rockhampton, colloquially 
termed the ‘Horror Stretch’, as ‘an immense, historical crime-scene’ (2002: 1).  
 In the case of the ‘Horror Stretch’, Gibson suggests that the past has become 
mythologized. He uses the concept of myth in a similar way to Fiske et al.: the myth is a type 
of unified concept that carries significant weight in society. It is something considered 
inseparable from the location it describes. In 1975, the murder of the Weckerts, skydiving 
tourists shot as they slept in their car, made headlines around the nation. Gibson cites the 
surrounding media coverage as perpetuating the myth of the area. He says: ‘the event of the 
Weckert murders was produced by more than the mood of the times, but the story and its avid 
consumption and circulation were overwhelmingly a product of communal sentiment’ (2002: 
173, original emphasis). This case was the impetus for the emergence of more horror stories 
of the area and its constant retelling keeps the associated mythology alive.  
 One of the earliest events on and of the ‘Horror Stretch’ was a massacre committed by 
a group of Native policemen led by1 the white officer Frederick Wheeler, who are believed to 
have shot or drowned some 300 Aboriginal people on Goulbolba Hill. Gibson discusses this 
story, noting that the lack of evidence and eyewitnesses meant there was no investigation at 
the time. ‘But “unreliable” as it is as conventional history, the [story] is significant because it 
is so generic’ (2002: 67), speaking to the wider cases of violent acts against indigenous 
people across the nation in this era. Few records of the Goulbolba incident remain; a 
newspaper article from 1899 states: ‘An eye witness of the battle gives some particulars 
   
which strikes a sympathetic chord, notwithstanding the apparent justice of the punishment’ 
(Anon. 1899) and then provides some second hand details of the event, including how the 
large group of indigenous people were surrounded and killed (including women and children) 
by bullets, or ‘leaden messengers of death that came mysteriously whistling up the hillside’ 
(Anon. 1899). However, this article came 30 years after the event, suggesting that although 
the evidence was long gone, the story remained a part of the site’s history. This story, and 
others, of the ‘Horror Stretch’ are passed through word of mouth and media representation, 
creating a mythology that surrounds the badland space.  
 These events haunt the area, and as such, Gibson suggests the landscape retains it 
within its ongoing narrative. Questions of colonization and ownership are more complex than 
can be covered in this article, but of particular significance here is how this initial contact 
between the two groups foreshadows how the beach landscape retains memory from the 
beginning of ‘modern’ Australia. Of course landscapes cannot retain memory – rather it is 
people who pass on stories, point out places, put up signs and commemorate the deeds of the 
past. The haunting power of memory, then, emerges in the conversations people have with 
landscapes. After the initial British contact and settlement along the coastlines, the beach 
continued to be a place of tragedy because of the inherent natural dangers such as strong rips 
and sharks. Initially, beach knowledge was limited and thus bathing was encouraged at dawn 
and dusk – both times notorious for sharks. Patrolled beaches were unheard of, and reading 
the ocean’s rips and currents was not yet an established science. But today it is not only 
natural dangers one must be aware of on the beachscape; in contemporary society beach 
crime ranges from petty theft to murder. In this sense, the beach remains a place of constant 
conflict. On the beachscape, this emerges with modern instances of shark attacks, drownings, 
or kidnappings. In the event of a shark attack, the media representation ensures that the exact 
location is pinpointed over and over, with constant warnings to swimmers. It is significant 
   
that the known incidences of shark attacks linger after the fact, making certain repeat zones 
marked as dangerous. This is also the case with child abduction, or any other known crime – 
the sense of fear and danger can remain and is retold into new narratives. A badland can 
become part of an urban legend and beaches are not immune to this treatment. 
 An example can be seen in Blackrock, a play for teenagers which was allegedly 
adapted from a true story (the murder of 14-year-old Leigh Leigh in New South Wales). The 
text tells of a young girl gang-raped and murdered on a beach during a party in Blackrock, a 
fictional coastal town. Although, for some audiences, the story is inextricably connected with 
Leigh Leigh and the true event; for a younger generation it is something that is inherently 
Australian yet not tied to one location. As such, it has the power to speak to multiple coastal 
demographics. The horror in this instance is not quarantined specifically to a certain beach 
because of Enright’s choice to make the setting a generic, fictional coastal town.  
 The representations of the beach in other textual examples show how the beachscape 
can permeate through the memory of authors, directors and an audience. The narrative 
storytelling that Gibson is referring to relies on the role of memory. It is the retelling of the 
story that helps perpetuate the sense of a badland landscape. This is perhaps most strongly 
seen in the memoirs of Drewe and Winton (The Shark Net [2000] and Land’s Edge [1993], 
respectively), who both interweave the beach alongside recollections of their childhood on 
the west coast of Australia. However, not all memories of the beach are necessarily positive 
ones. Drewe recounts his memories of a serial killer active in Perth that Drewe met as a 
young court reporter. Some textual representations of such negative events can have the 
power to dissuade people to use the beach again.  
 It is this fear that Drewe captures in his story The Rip (2008). In it, John Bingham is 
on a beach with his daughter Sophie the day after a fatal shark attack. The undercurrent of 
fear is obvious – it is the fourth attack of the season and the beach feels strange: ‘Suddenly 
   
his imagination was uncomfortably vivid. The unnatural green and bronze sunset, the 
perpetual threat of nature and the abruptness of savage chance engulfed the beach in a sombre 
mood’ (Drewe 2008: 188). The trouble begins when Bingham enters the water to assist a 
woman struggling out of her depth. Sophie is anxious – the shark threat alarming her – and 
when he returns, she has run away. The story ends with Sophie not to be found and Bingham 
confusedly calling ‘Nothing happened’ in a vain attempt to reassure her. The uncertainty of 
why she left and where she has gone is chilling and dovetails with infamous stories of 
abduction (that I will discuss shortly). This story carries such an impact both because of the 
imagined fear of sharks and then Bingham’s actual fear at Sophie’s disappearance. Viewing 
landscape as a reactive space, a space that can reflect memories and past events back onto a 
narrative, is the central concept in Gibson’s work. He maintains that the landscape can hold 
horror despite the passage of time. When discussing Rockhampton and the ‘Horror Stretch’, 
he posits: ‘There is some spirit of place here, something made by nature and culture 
scratching a distressed landscape together’ (2002: 49). It is the patterns of social activity that 
lie on the land, still etched into the surface years after the event.  
 A badland is not purely a space of memory, however. As in the case of the ‘Horror 
Stretch’, in order to become a badland, the power of memory must become collective. This is 
an example of what Assmann and Czaplicka call a ‘concretion of identity’ in which a group 
can unify through the construction of a collective or formative memory (1995: 128). Often, 
the media assists in creating a badland through its retelling of stories. An important element 
of a badlands myth is the concept that it is a quarantine-zone (Gibson 2002), a closed space 
where the evil is consigned that remains separate from the rest of the country. The 
quarantine-zone of evil is very much in opposition to the spiritual aspect of the beach, which 
is encouraged in beaches through the essentialist physicality of the natural environment, 
creating a space where people may feel connected to something higher than themselves 
   
(perhaps most often seen in representations of surfers as noted by Douglas Booth [2001]). By 
separating the unwanted, evil sections, the rest of the country can be controlled, normal and 
free of that evil. The quarantine-zone contains the badlands. Gibson believes only by gaining 
maturity will society no longer need a badland:  
 
until the fantasy of one simple, singular nation is dispatched and the fear of difference 
is overcome, the hybrid vitality in our places and peoples will be wasted. Our 
landscapes will continue to go bad on us and we will continue to make legends from 
them. (2002: 175) 
 
 If Gibson is correct, that suggests that while Australia stands as a country with a fear of the 
unknown or those who are different, the continent will continually create badland zones. 
Examples can be seen in detention centres like Christmas Island, which has had contentious 
incidents throughout its history, including the Tampa boat incident of 2001 (in which a vessel 
loaded with asylum seekers was refused access for disembarking by the conservative Howard 
government) and the detention centre riots of 2006. A place becomes associated with the bad 
history that it holds, and Christmas Island is undoubtedly connected with its messy history of 
illegal immigration and asylum seekers rather than its beauty as a location. The Australian 
beach landscape can be seen as unified because it surrounds the entire country. The beach is 
frequently idealized as an idyllic whole. Yet individual beaches do not get this same 
treatment. When incidents happen, they are named and therefore the badland is localized, 
providing the quarantine-zone. Once the space is named, becoming a place, the inherent 
history and memory inhabits the experience. A notable example is the 2005 racially fuelled 
riots that occurred in Cronulla, a beach in Sydney. The violence and racial tensions made 
   
international headlines and was thus referred to colloquially as the ‘Cronulla riots’, a stark 
interruption of the beautiful beach space.  
 The idea of a badland myth forms an underlying sinister edge to the more tourist 
friendly beach seen in postcards and advertising. However, this sinister edge does exist, and 
was perhaps best exemplified by the startling suddenness of the death of Steve Irwin, 
environmentalist and animal lover, who was killed by a stingray in 2006. Leone Huntsman 
supports this idea even within nature itself by suggesting: ‘The catastrophic storms, the dark 
shapes that lurk below and beyond the sparkling surf, are as real as the delights we more 
often prefer to associate with it’ (2001: 152).  
 It is perhaps unsurprising then that crime or true crime account for some of the more 
popular beach texts. Real events, while not unique to Australia, are a significant part of the 
media and social narrative around the space. For instance, two significant unsolved 
disappearances play a notable part in beach history: Prime Minister Harold Holt in 1967 and 
the Beaumont children in 1966. Although it is now considered most likely that he drowned, 
the disappearance of Holt sparked discussions of murder fuelled by the political climate of 
the time (Tobin 2007: 44). Holt was swimming when he disappeared; the idea that he walked 
into the ocean and was never seen again is chilling because of its ambiguity. Similarly, 
despite extensive searching of coastal suburbs, beaches, caves and drains the Beaumont 
children or their bodies were never found. At the time, the children’s father was quoted in the 
Sydney Morning Herald saying ‘Somebody must be holding them against their will. They 
would have come home by now, otherwise’ (Anon. 1966). As the search continued, reports 
surfaced of a blonde man seen ‘frolicking’ with the children. This is a story that haunts 
Australian parents to this day. A childhood memory of my own is of my mother cautioning 
me not to stray too far from her on the beach, as she was terrified of me being kidnapped – a 
fear that was passed on from her parents when she was a child during the 1960s. These 
   
disappearances categorized a time of Australian history, making the beach more sinister than 
perhaps previously considered. There is also uncertainty around what differentiates between 
death by murder and death by accident. Beaches are accepted as dangerous places, but fear of 
nature is very different to fear of crime. Beachgoers are often aware of the dangers that nature 
represents. And yet beaches, like many other Australian locations, are often still places of 
criminal activity as well as leisure spaces.  
 Crime is an unfortunate part of the beach experience, even though it is one that is 
underplayed in mythic imagery of the landscape. Its presence disrupts the iconic space and 
generates a seething undercurrent that bubbles below the surface. The presence of crime also 
creates a necessity of fear on the beach space – fear of both the natural environment but also 
fear of man-made crime. Fear crosses the boundaries between mythic and ordinary, allowing 
beachgoers to experience both imagined fears on a grand scale, and local, specific fears of 
particular beaches or people. However, danger on beaches is certainly not only of human 
creation. In January 2011, Tropical Cyclone Yasi wreaked havoc on the tourist areas of North 
Queensland, and showed the very real fury of the sinister ocean with massive tidal swells and 
localized flooding (Walker and Elks 2011). Storms can change a beachscape with its vicious 
winds by shifting sand, scattering debris and felling trees. Nonetheless, a storm can act as a 
type of rebirth and the beachscape emerges fresh the next day. Yet the destruction remains 
and the horror of that event becomes one retold.  
 
Bondi Beach: The ultimate badlands 
This section specifically looks at the famous and iconic Bondi Beach. Internationally well 
known, it is, Davis argues, an example of a badland beach – a quarantine-zone. By examining 
both ‘real’ crime and textual representations, this section highlights how the mythic image of 
Bondi can be disrupted by the existence of a badland. Where Gibson uses the term badlands, 
   
Davis (2007a) draws attention to the underbelly of the beach. This term has become 
commonly used in Australian popular culture since the introduction and incredible success of 
the television programme of the same name. The original series, titled Underbelly (2008), 
follows the Melbourne gangland war. Since then, the franchise has continued with a total of 
four seasons. As such, the term underbelly is almost a cliché in Australia, yet Davis’ intent is 
clear. The beach’s dark underside, the elements not seen during the day and missed by 
tourists or casual visitors, is the ‘seething underbelly’.  
 The iconic Bondi Beach has been the setting of vicious crimes as well as a tourist 
destination. Kristen Davis has published on the gay hate murders committed around Bondi 
Beach during the 1980s and 1990s and the following court cases (2007b, 2007a). The Bondi 
murders were a series of linked crimes uncovered by a police enquiry nearly a decade 
afterwards. All the murders were of homosexual men and all were committed in the Bondi 
Beach/Tamarama area near Sydney, New South Wales. The murderers were a group of men 
(with female assistance) with homophobic motivations. Davis proposes that the tourist haven 
of Bondi Beach cannot exist without the seething underbelly existing underneath: ‘Bondi is a 
site, then, of the idealized Australian body and of its excrement’ (2007a: 508). Davis tracks 
the events of the murders and the criminals prosecuted and identifies that Bondi Beach itself 
played a vital role in the situation. She suggests that the dominant cultural images of Bondi 
are purely heteronormative and that ‘In the case of the “gay gang murders”, the ideals of 
Australian heteronormative culture are constituted by a literally violent expulsion of queer 
bodies from the domain of (hetero)normativity’ (2007a: 502). It was because the men so 
obviously represented a non-normative image of Australian culture, in a place known 
predominantly for its representation of Australian culture, that they were murdered.  
 Bondi Beach, according to Davis, is a landscape that represents the normative culture 
of Australia and actively attempts to conceal any alternative. This event is an example of how 
   
the serene and sinister can occur alongside each other, for such an extended length of time. 
Without the continued existence of this less desirable horror badland, would Bondi remain 
the exciting and popular icon it is? Gibson’s badlands theory is a little muddier here; how can 
such a popular strip of the beach be quarantined? The beach is not just a quarantine-zone of 
fear, and it is not just an iconic, infamous beach. Bondi is a site of cultural memory, 
incorporating Assmann’s poles of ‘memory (the contemporized past), culture, and the group 
(society)’ (1995: 129).   
 The establishment of Leone Huntsman’s (2001) serene and sinister juxtaposition is 
therefore quite clear in this space, and it can be articulated in fictional representations. The 
serene and sinister aspects of Bondi Beach in particularly are more humorously exposed in 
Gregor Jordan’s film Two Hands (1999). Jimmy, the young protagonist, has $10,000 to 
deliver as a job to Pando, the local mob boss. When the recipient is not home, Jimmy 
proceeds to go for a swim at Bondi Beach during which time two children steal the money. 
The scene on Bondi is the catalyst for the film’s plot, and it comes about through Jimmy’s 
carelessness. Seduced by the scenic beauty of Bondi, Jimmy leaves the money buried in the 
sand. The voice-over narration builds this as the moment of change for Jimmy: ‘Sometimes 
small things can magnify themselves into big things… one careless decision will affect the 
way the rest of your life will unfold’ (Jordan 1999). Jimmy dives into the enticing surf and 
sinks beneath the surface. When he emerges again, he looks to the shore and sees the sand 
disturbed, prompting a panicked search of the area and neighbouring sunbakers’ bags. The 
rest of the film traces Jimmy’s attempts to escape the gang and find $10,000 to repay his 
debt.  
 Although only a short scene in the film, the beach plays a pivotal role. It is both a 
place of seductive beauty and criminal activity (which happened, unlike other 
representations, in broad daylight amongst the watchful eyes of many beachgoers). The beach 
   
reveals the enormity of Jimmy’s mistake by letting the money out of his sight. What is 
undoubtedly a relaxing holiday for many beachgoers becomes a very bad day for Jimmy. The 
beach does not care that Jimmy is a young, perhaps misguided, man who garners the 
audience’s sympathy through his good looks and lack of thinking things through to their 
conclusion. Nor does the beach care that the street kids who steal the money are presumably 
not looking to donate it to charity. The beach observes, provides and remains apparently 
impartial; the money is stolen and Jimmy left in a life-threatening situation – yet, it was 
‘dirty’ money to begin with, and it is possible to read the beach as actively expelling the 
money from its shores. For Jimmy (if no one else) the beach in this instance becomes a 
personal badland. Interestingly, this film is one of the more successful in Australia: it is 
number 40 of the top 100 Australian earners in the box office (Screen Australia 2015). The 
film wavers between comedy and crime, which perhaps is what made it so appealing to an 
Australian audience.  
 Another of Robert Drewe’s stories, ‘Stingray’ (1983), features Bondi Beach. The 
story begins with David swimming in the surf after a long day. Unlike the earlier surfing 
examples, in this instance, the beach is providing a rebirth or purifying experience at the end 
of the day rather than at dawn. The surf cleanses David, washing away the grievances and 
annoyances of the day. However, in one moment, the beach becomes a place of fear when he 
is stung by what he assumes is a stingray: ‘He is anticipating another arched wave, striking 
out before it through a small patch of floating weed, when there is an explosion of pain in his 
right hand’ (Drewe 1983: 159). The pain becomes the focus of the story, and David is forced 
to the hospital in an attempt to alleviate his discomfort and allay his fears after his initial 
poison panic. Importantly, David is not represented as a foreigner, tourist, or someone unused 
to the dangers of the surf. Rather, he was once a lifesaver and loves the beach, noting the 
irony of such a person dying as a result of nature (Drewe 1983: 160). The ending 
   
simultaneously reveals the good and bad of the situation: the sting becomes a catalyst for a 
new relationship but is revealed as a sting from a butterfly cod, a far more dangerous fish 
than a stingray. The beach in this story is purifying and refreshing, and also dangerous, dirty 
and murky.  
 The reality television show Bondi Rescue (2006–) is, despite its tendency to 
sensationalize real events, quite adept at emphasizing the juxtaposed sinister and serene at 
Bondi Beach; in fact, the show capitalizes on the dichotomy. The show’s premise revolves 
around the lifeguards on Bondi, and as such many episodes feature swimmers needing rescue 
amongst the strong currents and rips while other beachgoers swim obliviously nearby. The 
show relies on the dangers of the beach to create situations requiring rescue, thus producing 
the entertainment of the show. For example, one episode (2009, Episode 5.09) follows the 
search for a missing 6-year-old child. The lifeguards are shown searching the beach, 
alternating between wide shots of a bustling Bondi that emphasize the enormity of the search, 
and close-ups that highlight the lifeguards’ tireless efforts checking children and asking 
members of the public if they had seen the boy. In the central tower, one lifeguard states after 
45 minutes of searching: ‘You start to feel like something sinister might have happened to 
him’.  
 After the boy is safely found near one of the children’s pools, the narrator claims, 
‘Bondi’s charms lured Roy away from his parents’. It is the seductiveness of Bondi that is the 
culprit, suggesting that the beach’s beauty is tempered by an inherently sinister, alluring 
quality. This is an example of the how the beach takes on properties of evil: the power to 
seduce and entice beachgoers away from safety and into the unknown. The lifeguards do 
reiterate the safety precautions of spending time on the beach, frequently stating that 
swimmers need to be careful and aware of their own limitations. Bondi Rescue only covers 
the daytime hours, however, because the lifeguards are on duty from 7:00 a.m. until 7:00 p.m. 
   
during the summer. The programme does not illuminate Bondi’s nightscape, which, as Davis 
suggests, is not quite the same as the day. There are some exceptions. For instance, an 
episode that includes New Year’s Day has the lifesavers working late trying to save 
irresponsible, drunk swimmers who are reported missing by their friends. In this example, 
however, the danger of swimming after dark and intoxicated is specifically highlighted. 
Bondi Rescue, for all its drama, is ultimately a packaged snapshot of the beach that is 
attractively encouraging for international tourists.  
 The beach, despite being a public space, can be a private setting that allows people to 
remain hidden – in fact, the presence of so many people can allow someone more invisibility 
than an isolated suburb. Foucault’s idea of the Panopticon works on the basis of ‘he is seen, 
but he does not see’ (1977: 200) and this concept can be captured on the beach. As it is a 
public space, the beach is therefore open and accessible to all. In other locations (such as in 
city areas), it would perhaps be a completely non-regulated space: it is the introduction of the 
natural danger of the ocean that generates the need for such surveillance at all (most 
predominantly seen in the form of lifeguards). The concept of surveillance on the beach, 
however, is complicated: lifeguards primarily watch the ocean from their towers in order to 
track swimmers in trouble (just like the guard of the Panopticon). However, some beaches 
also have CCTV cameras as well. In the above episode of Bondi Rescue, the lifeguards and 
the public cover all elements of Foucault’s surveillance – the ‘guards’ or lifesavers in the 
tower and the self-surveilling ‘prisoners’ or other beachgoers on the sand in this instance 
have let the boy slip through their grasp. In general, the beach relies heavily on self-
surveillance. Other swimmers assist in flagging lifeguards when someone is in trouble; other 
beachgoers help search for missing children. However, the primary experience on the beach 
is still personal. We accept on the beach that other people are there, but we rely on the 
communal experience of purposefully not watching others in order to provide an illusion of 
   
privacy. This is, of course, a simplification of the complexities of ‘watching’ on the beach, 
which in Australia is frequently highly gendered and interwoven with a false sense of the 
beach as an egalitarian space (see, for instance, Ellison 2014). In this context of security, 
however, self-surveillance is considered the best method. Users are encouraged to watch their 
friends and family both on the sand and in the water, as well as their own belongings. Many 
beaches have signs, such as the one seen in the film Two Hands (1999), saying ‘Thieves go to 
the beach too […] keep your belongings safe’. Although strangers are often within a small 
distance of one another, it is not unless there are signs of obvious distress or discomfort that it 
becomes obvious something is amiss.  
 Yet the beach itself cannot be contained that easily. There is too much play between 
the serene and sinister (Huntsman 2001) aspects of the beach space that prevent easy 
categorization. Bondi, of all Australian beaches, is perhaps the most internationally 
recognized and is one that can be seen so visually in examples like Two Hands or Bondi 
Rescue. A thriving tourist destination, Bondi is a space that embraces visitors and locals 
alike. Davis (2007a) suggests that the Marks Park region changes dramatically from day to 
night; it is used as a picnic area or lookout during the day, however, when night falls, it 
becomes a recognized gay beat. Davis states: ‘The sanitized “tourist-friendly” and “family-
friendly” images of Bondi, which function as an icon for Australian national identity, are 
built upon a structure of homophobic violence’ (2007a: 1). Therefore, Bondi’s normativity is 
interrupted by the introduction of homosexual behaviour within the beach space. Bondi has a 
duality of identities from day to night, and the murders were a reaction against the perceived 
‘otherness’ of the homosexual night-time activities. The murders were ultimately discovered, 
and Bondi Beach revealed a seething homophobia within its sands.  
 
Conclusion 
   
The Australian beach is a complex space that cannot be captured easily in representations. 
The ongoing tension between its role as a cultural icon of myth as well as an ordinary, lived 
location makes it a layered landscape. As a result, it becomes a landscape that captures a 
sense of cultural memory. The beach, particularly when considered as a monolithic space that 
starkly contradicts the Outback – ‘a boundary and a centre’ as Bonner et al. (2001: 270) 
suggest – and embodies a sense of the lived experiences of all Australian beaches. Using 
Ross Gibson’s concept of the ‘badland’, and considering this alongside the concept of 
cultural memory, I read the Australian beach – and specifically Bondi Beach – as a landscape 
that actively remembers its past. This memory is consistently layered across contemporary 
representations and in engagement with the space. As a result, textual representations in 
literature, cinema and television struggle to capture the inherent complications of the 
beachscape; instead focusing on sanitized images of either a serene or sinister (Huntsman 
2001) juxtaposition, rather than something more appropriate. The Australian beach, through 
this simultaneous layering of the past and present as both myth and the everyday, is 
somewhat more complicated than other Australian landscapes like the Outback or urban 
centre. Its beauty, its ordinariness and its underbelly are consistently present. 
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